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The Revolution 
Will Be Hard, 
Fast, and Frozen
I N T H E N E W WOR L D OF U N R EL I A BL E 

SNOW FA L L ,  IC E SK AT E S OFFER A S W I F T A N D 
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T he sky was the color of charcoal when Luc Mehl stepped 
onto the frozen ribbon of the Selawik River. The 

smoldering ember of the horizon announced the arrival of a 
cold, clear day. But it hadn’t come yet. It was hardly 10 a.m., in 
late November, and still mostly dark in northwestern Alaska. 
The blades of Mehl’s skates clacked against the white river 
ice, streaked in places with wind-cemented snow. He pushed 
off and cautiously began to build momentum in the twilight. 
 Mehl wove across the river in search of the best 
conditions. Learning to read ice is like learning to read 
whitewater. “If you were in a boat, you’d be reading the 
ripples and the rocks and current,” he says. But here “you’re 
reading the ice textures.” Crrshhk, crrshhk. He clattered over 
ice that was cloudy and grey, trying to avoid ripples and air 
pockets, and eventually swung back near the bank. Shhhh, 
shhhh. Here, a fresh layer of water had flowed over older ice, 
creating a glossy, smooth track. Mehl found a rhythm and 
powered up to cruising speed.
 A few hundred yards behind, trying not to fall, 
was Roman Dial. The two are royalty of their respective 
generations of Alaska adventurers. Dial, 58, literally wrote 
the book on packrafting and launched a brutal multiday 
adventure challenge in 1982 that takes competitors across 
some of the most punishing terrain on earth. Mehl, 40, is 
now an accomplished packrafter in his own right and has 
won Dial’s Alaska Mountain Wilderness Classic three times 
since 2012.
 This time, however, the role of mentor and student had 
switched. Mehl had become a pioneer of the fast-growing 
sport of backcountry ice skating. He certainly didn’t invent it, 
but he's been pushing it harder than anyone else in the state, 
and perhaps the world. The year before, Mehl and his friend 
Derek Collins attempted to skate 250 miles from the village 
of Aniak to Dillingham, on the Bering Sea, via an inland fjord 
system known as the Wood-Tikchik Lakes. The trip, which 
was both audacious and quietly revelatory, sent shivers of 
excitement through Alaska’s close-knit outdoor community.
 Dial, on the other hand, had skated for the first time 
since boyhood just five days before. He liked it so much 
that he immediately bought a set of blades and quickly 
volunteered when he heard Mehl was seeking a partner for 
another adventure. The two had flown from Anchorage to 
the remote village of Selawik, and now they were skating 100 
miles to the slightly less remote town of Kotzebue, on the 
shore of the Chukchi Sea. 
 It was 2014. And that year, like those that came before 
and after it, the winter was shaping up to be the kind that 
makes skiers go stir crazy. Snow had been coming late or not 
at all, and midwinter thaws trapped what little fell under an 

For simple skating, hockey-style skates, as seen on the 

previous page, are fine. But for long distances, nordic 

skates that pivot at the toe and can snap onto boots are 

faster and more comfortable.

impenetrable layer of ice. Everyone was miserable—except 
the skaters. “I guess it’s an upside to things changing,” says 
Mehl.
 As climate change has scrambled winter weather 
patterns around the country, wild skating has taken off 
from Alaska to the Sierra Nevada to the Green Mountains of 
Vermont. In a way, it’s a return to the origins of the sport—
before artificial rinks and Zambonis—to the simpler days 
when people skated on backyard rivers and lakes. But in 
other ways, what Mehl and other skating acolytes are doing 
is different: They aren’t just adapting as winters transform 
before their eyes—they’re reimagining how to travel and 
explore the backcountry. 
 For Mehl, it’s been a happy accident, because skating has 
proved invaluable to his larger mission. “I’m wholly in love 
and enthralled with Alaska, and I just want to see as much 
of it as possible,” says Mehl. (That he wants to do it under his 
own power is implicit.) Skating is simple and efficient—“It’s 
by far the best way to carry weight,” he says—and it’s about 
the fastest way for a human to cover a lot of ground using two 
legs. “It’s a bonus that it’s super fun and exhilarating.”

Mehl is lanky and lean, with shaggy brown hair and a 
crooked smile. When he was five, his mother and stepfather 
moved to McGrath, a community of a few hundred squeezed 
into a sinuous bend of the Kuskokwim River in the Alaskan 
interior. You can’t get there by car, but every winter, mushers 
come through town during the Iditarod. Most everyone else 
travels by bush plane.
 Growing up, Mehl wasn’t particularly outdoorsy. “Part 
of it is that in McGrath you can’t hike,” he says. “It’s swampy, 
marshy.” But he did learn to move around in a wild landscape 
and cultivate a certain indifference to discomfort. In the sub-
zero winter, his family traveled using snow machines and 
dog teams. In spring, they would bushwhack upstream to cut 
firewood, fashion it into a raft, and ride it back home. “All of 
those activities were just kind of normal,” he says.
 Mehl finally got hooked on outdoor sports in the 
Lower 48. He went on his first hikes while visiting his dad 
in Montana and tried backpacking on a school trip to Utah. 
He remembers feeling at ease scrambling around on desert 
rocks and sleeping in a homemade tent of tarps and PVC pipe. 
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 A few years later, backcountry skating would change 
the way he and others  thought about backcountry travel yet 
again.

Ten miles and an hour and a half after they set out, Mehl and 
Dial arrived at Selawik Lake, which is really a deep bay tucked 
into the side of a bigger bay just northeast of the Bering Strait. 
Its borders are porous—perforated by distributary channels 
and pockmarked by ponds. The landscape looks like a sponge. 
In the distance, low mountains rise.
 For a while, the skaters hugged the shore of the lake, hem-
med in by a lead just wide enough to be scary. Occasionally, 
the lake’s frozen lid shifted, cracking and groaning. Finally, 
Mehl climbed over a pile of buckled ice that spanned the gap. 
Dial followed and soon the two found themselves sailing 
across the lake on ice so clear and black it looked invisible. By 
then, the sun had fought its way into view, bruising the sky 
purplish blue and casting a sherbet hue over the landscape 
that lasted for most of the day. “The sun was never more than 
three degrees above horizon,” Mehl recalls. They flew along, 
giddy with speed.
 Despite its substantial allure, there are many hazards 
of wild skating. An obvious one is falling and fracturing 
something. Another is breaking through the ice. Even soaking 
a foot in a shallow marsh can be serious in cold weather. 
Plunging into a lake is terrifying but theoretically survivable, 
if a skater can pull themselves out within a minute or two. 
For that reason, most skaters carry a pair of spikes—known 
as ice claws—slung around their necks. Many also carry a dry 
bag with spare clothes and a haul rope. 
 Falling into a flowing river is the scariest possibility. 
Mehl dreads the idea of getting sucked under the ice. A few 
inches are usually enough to support an adult human, and 
many skaters carry an ice screw as a measuring tool (cracks in 
clear ice can also reveal thickness). But the conditions in the 
wild are anything but consistent. “River ice is so dynamic,” he 

Roman Dial, 35-year veteran of Alaskan wilderness, wrote 

of the early hours of his first long-distance skate, "This was 

serious and committing and I felt weak, old, frail, and out of 

place." Later, on smooth ice, he wrote, "I wished it would go 

on for 20 miles."

“There was a shift there,” he recalls. “Something happened 
where realized I was good at being in that space.”
 For a few years, Mehl bounced around the country 
for college and grad school, but eventually came back to 
Anchorage. There, reeling from a bad breakup, he made 
a policy—one of several, it turns out—to say yes to any 
invitation. A friend from high school taught him to ski and 
pushed him to bike and boat more—“I spent every weekend 
with him,” Mehl says—and he also started packrafting with 
Dial and others, who showed him how to use the lightweight 
boats to run technical whitewater and to complete multiday 
adventure races. For decades, Dial and his contemporaries had 
used packrafts to open up new ways of navigating the Alaska 
backcountry, which appealed to Mehl’s purist instincts. 
He soon distinguished himself and built a reputation for 
stringing together long, creative trips across challenging 
terrain, often involving rafts.
 “We are all playing our own game with these adventures,” 
he says, “and one of my rules—or preferences—is not to fly 
into the wilderness.” In 2010, for instance, he and a group of 
friends traversed (and summited) Denali, traveling 200 miles 
using bikes, skis, and packrafts. Instead of dropping into base 
camp, they watched the peak inch closer over the course of 
a week, passing from the plains to the foothills to the ice-
clad peaks. “I don’t want to shrink the wilderness by jumping 
into center of it,” he says. He’s done many more multisport 
expeditions since, including a 370-mile trip over the top of 
Mt. Logan, which he started and finished in a raft.

Plunging into a lake is survivable 
if a skater can pull themselves 
out within a minute or two. For 

that reason, most carry a pair of 
spikes slung around their necks.
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says. “It can be shallower on the outside bend—you just don’t 
know.” Sometimes, reading the ice really is a matter of life 
and death.
 There are, of course, extra concerns with ambitious 
trips. The right conditions can appear overnight, after a cold 
rain falls or a strong wind blows the ice clean. And they can 
disappear just as quickly; a light dusting of snow, for instance, 
can strand a skater in the middle of nowhere and reduce their 
speed from ten miles per hour to two. That’s what happened 
on Mehl’s first long-distance skating trip. He and Collins 
skated the first 50 miles on a river, but just as they reached 
the lakes they’d dreamed about, they got hammered with 
snow. Fortunately, they’d brought skis. 
 That’s because Mehl plans meticulously. Before a 
trip, he consults every available source of data. He studies 
the weather forecast and views the webcams at the state’s 
innumerable airstrips. He posts to online bulletin boards 
in small villages, asking about conditions, and scours daily 
pictures beamed back from NASA satellites, looking for the 
telltale shade of blue that betrays snow-less ice.
 The Selawik trip was no exception. Mehl had plotted a 
GPS route in advance, linking tiny ponds and threads of water 
through the overland sections to maximize skateability. But 
even that didn’t guarantee smooth sailing. After a dozen 
miles of flat, hero ice on Selawik Lake, Mehl and Dial slowed 
to navigate around a crusty layer of old snow. They ended up 
skirting the shore, taking advantage of smooth side channels 
when they could, and bushwhacking through willow when 
they couldn’t. 
 The daylight faded around 5 p.m. and they picked their 
way through the night. At one point, Dial took a brutal fall. 
Later, the pair came upon a field of hollow, puckered ice that 
Mehl dubbed “white death.” There was nothing to do other 
than crash through it until they spotted better conditions. 
They never did, and after few hours of marching Dial sug-
gested they make camp. 
 They stretched out their sleeping bags under the stars 
and gulped down dinner. White death notwithstanding, it 
had been a pretty good day: They had covered 60 miles. As 
if to celebrate, the aurora flickered overhead, throwing green 
streamers across the sky.

When a new sport explodes in popularity, it can be hard 
to identify its precise origin. But in this case it’s easy: Jim 
Renkert was Alaska’s skater zero. “Spawned and raised” in 
Anchorage, Renkert has always been an avid Nordic skier; he 
raced in college and competed in several World Cup races and 
Olympic trials. During particularly bad winters, he would 
pull out his hockey skates to stay in shape. 1996 was one such 

winter, and he and some friends began venturing out to more 
remote spots, like Crescent Lake in the Chugach Mountains. 
“The ice was so clear, you thought you were on a window 
pane,” he said. They even spotted a snow machine lying on 
the bottom of the lake.
 These adventures reminded Renkert of an article he’d 
read about the 11 Cities Tour—a grueling race through the 
frozen canals of the Netherlands. Skating was invented in 
Europe millennia ago, and Scandinavians have been gliding 
through the backcountry of their coastal fjords for centuries. 
But the Dutch have perhaps more enthusiasm for the sport 
than any other country and the 11 Cities Tour is proof: At 124 
miles, it’s the longest skating race in the world, and it attracts 
thousands of competitors.
 However, the canals rarely freeze over, and the event has 
only been held 15 times since it was created in 1909. So when 
Renkert heard it was going to happen again in early 1997, 
he bought a last-minute plane ticket, flew on New Year’s Eve 
to Amsterdam, and finagled a bib to a race that’s technically 
closed to outsiders. It was the best day of his life, he says, 
laughing at the irony. “I’m from Alaska—the most rugged, 
least-populated state in the country,” he says. “And I go and 
have such a fantastic day with 16,000 other people in the 
lowest, flattest, most densely populated country in Europe.”
 Renkert returned home with a new love of speed 
skating—and a pair of the sleek Nordic blades that the Dutch 
used. They clip onto skate skiing boots and are far more 
comfortable—and warm—than hockey skates. They’re more 
efficient, too. Renkert eventually talked Alaska Mountain 
and Hiking, an outdoor shop in Anchorage, to put a few pairs 
on a shelf for sale. 
 Brad Meiklejohn was one of the first customers. “What 
I find cool is that you can get into places that are otherwise 
very difficult to access,” says Meiklejohn, who lives in Eagle 
River. For instance, the bug-infested marshes of summer get 
transformed into icy playgrounds, crisscrossed by narrow 
canyons of head-high willow. “Some of us have traveled 
around this country for a long time and haven’t figured 
out how to get into those parts of the state,” he says. “And 
suddenly, ‘aha!’ Here’s a great way to do it.”
 Soon, Meiklejohn and a small crew began exploring 
during the fall shoulder season. For Becky King, an early 
adopter, “it was like love at first skate,” she says. When they 
started, the skaters hardly ever saw anyone else out on the 

Roman Dial on the first day of a two-day, 100-mile skate 

between Selawik and Kotzbue, Alaska.
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They started to wish for good ice 
and no snow, but they kept it to 
themselves. It was blasphemy.
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ice. They played games, racing around islands, lighting 
methane bubbles trapped in the ice on fire, and power-sliding 
on knee pads—one of King’s signature moves. “It’s like being 
a 9-year-old kid.” They started to wish for good ice and no 
snow, but they kept it to themselves. “All your friends would 
hate you. It was blasphemy,” she jokes.
 But thanks to climate change, bad snow years are 
becoming more common. Fall is still cold but increasingly 
dry, and winter often brings warm spells or rainstorms. Dial, 
who is also an ecologist at Alaska Pacific University, calls this 
the “grey zone.” He suspects Europe sat under the same band 
of climate when skating was invented there. But it has since 
moved north. There hasn’t been another 11 Cities Tour since 
Renkert competed in 1997.
 The skating window now hovers over Alaska, bringing 
prime conditions, and people have caught on. “Skating is kind 
of a way to make lemonade out of lemons,” says Meiklejohn. 
These days, the lakes and sloughs around Anchorage are 
packed when the ice is good. On weekends, AMH sometimes 
runs out of rentals, and it sells about 20 pairs of blades a 
day, says Rick Roth, a manager there. (As outdoor sports 
go, skating is fairly affordable; blades run between $100 
and $270.) Social media has played a role, too; in 2015, an 
Anchorage resident named Richard Ragle created a Facebook 
page for skating in south-central Alaska; it now has more 
than a thousand members—most of them locals, he says.
 The vast majority of backcountry skaters like to go 
out after work or take a longer spin on the weekends. But 
Meiklejohn knew the sport had deeper potential. “I was so 
psyched to get people like Luc and Roman looking at the map 
differently,” he says. He knew they would see the possibilities 
for integrating skates into bigger expeditions. Mehl was easy 
to convince. He went out with Meiklejohn years ago and took 
to it immediately. Dial, however, was something of a holdout. 
 Meiklejohn worked on his friend for years. Only in 2014, 
during another pitiful winter, did Dial finally cave. “I was just 
sort of being polite, ” Dial says. The two went to Nancy Lakes, 
an hour north of Anchorage, where they strung together 30 
bodies of water in a single day. Dial was floored. “My God, I 
couldn’t believe how fantastic it was to be moving that fast,” 
he says. He felt an old familiar thrill—the kind he used to feel 
with skiing and climbing—and he immediately understood 
the potential of Alaska’s vast swampy plains, of its iceberg-
choked lakes and bays, of its sheer frozen immensity. “I think 

we’ve got the best ice skating in the world,” he says.  
 A few days later, Dial was on a plane with Mehl.

Mehl awoke on the shores of Selawik Lake worried about 
their route. He’d planned as well as he could, but he knew 
they would encounter snow sooner or later. Hopefully later. 
He and Dial waited for the sun to rise before they set out, 
and they soon met a hunter on a snow machine who reported 
some glare ice near the far shore. They discovered it was even 
better than that: The ice had the smooth sheen of a freshly 
Zambonied rink. It was the best skating of the trip, and the 
pair put down 17 miles in no time.
 After that, they faced a choice: They could follow the 
good ice out into the middle of Hotham Inlet or take the route 
Mehl had mapped, which was a direct shot to Kotzebue but 
would take them into a lunar landscape of bumpy ice laced 
with time-weathered snow. They stuck with the plan, and 
set out along an old snow machine trail. It was tough going. 
After another painful spill, Dial decided to walk. Mehl soon 
joined him, and they trudged down the track—a perverse, 
unspooled treadmill—for 20 miles. It took seven hours. “I 
still don’t know if we did right thing,” says Mehl.
 Finally, in darkness, they hit a paved road that led to 
Kotzebue. It was glazed with ice, and fast. “You could still 
see the painted yellow line,” Mehl says. Mehl and Dial put 
their skates back on and breezed through the last few miles—
making sure to stay in the right lane. They skated over the 
bridge and down into town, traveling beneath the pale glow 
of Kotzebue’s streetlights to the door of a hotel, where Dial 
happily paid for a room (Mehl wanted to camp). 
 The pair had just traversed 100 miles of country in two 
days without the aid of gears or gravity—the kind of feat 
that illustrates why skating fits so nicely into Mehl’s master 
plan. “I’m trying to collect all of these Alaska landscapes,” he 
says, one journey at a time. “I’m piecing together all these line 
segments.” 
 The last few winters have offered better snow than 
ice, but in 2016, Mehl was able to conduct another long-
distance trip, this time with his girlfriend, Sarah Histand, 
which “was the culmination of all the planning and 
everything I’d learned,” he says. They started in Bethel, a 
village downstream from his hometown of McGrath, and 
skated 120 miles to Goodnews Bay, on the coast. They took 
advantage of a midwinter thaw and, with the wind at their 
backs, covered 70 miles in seven hours. “We just mached,” 
Mehl says. Stopping for breaks was too cold, he says—and 
also proved unnecessary. “We realized it was more relaxing 
for us just to stand up and get blown, side by side, and pass 
the hot chocolate back and forth.”  

Rabbit Slough. Mat-Su Valley, Alaska. Previous: Eklutna 

Lake, Chugach State Park, Alaska.
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